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Reviews 



VIRGIN LAND: THE AMERICAN WEST AS SYMBOL AND 
MYTH. by Henry Nash Smith. 305 pp. Harvard University Press, 
1950, $4.50. 



AT first blush no two intellectual 
movements seem farther apart 
than the tendency in American 
economic and social history to 
redefine the role of the West in na- 
tional development, and the tend- 
ency in philosophy, psychology, 
and literary criticism to re-empha- 
size the mythic and symbolic as- 
pects of the imagination. But there 
is an intersection — one which even 
so unlikely a person as Hamlin 
Garland dimly foresaw almost sixty 
years ago when he wrote: "All of 
the associations called up by the 
spoken word, the West, were fabu- 
lous, mythic, hopeful"; and it is 
frequently at such intersections 
that the most exciting intellectual 
work is done. 

The historical criticism of the 
past fifteen years has removed the 
West from the high place that 
Frederick Jackson Turner, writing 
in terms of demography and eco- 
nomic and political history, assigned 
to it; but Mr. Smith, who is no 
Turnerian, has gone far to reassert 
the importance of the West in 
more moderate, acceptable, and in- 
tellectually sophisticated terms, on 



the ground of its mythic-symbolic 
role. He has written a compelling, 
fascinating book, which performs 
the double service of laying out 
broad areas of inquiry into the im- 
aginative significance of the West 
and of probing in a close and 
scholarly way into several of its 
particular facets. 

It may be too early to accept 
Professor J. Frank Dobie's judg- 
ment that this book is as signifi- 
cant as Turner's, but his statement 
that "It is really much wiser" will, 
I suspect, promptly win widespread 
acceptance. There is a subtlety 
about Mr. Smith's perceptions of 
the interplay between symbol and 
act, idea and reality, that suggests 
how far our best scholarship has 
advanced from the simpler formu- 
las of Turner's generation. 

The first part of Mr. Smith's 
book deals with the dream of a pas- 
sage to India. The image of a com- 
mercial empire standing athwart 
the world's trade routes and link- 
ing the Atlantic and Pacific worlds 
has been a persistent theme in 
the American imagination. The 
linkage of civilization with the 
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trade routes, an idea commonly 
identified with the name of Brooks 
Adams, was also strong in the 
mind of Senator Thomas Hart 
Benton, and in diverse ways others, 
like Asa Whitney, William Gilpin, 
and Walt Whitman, saw it too. 
Exalted notions of the possibilities 
of the West in world commerce and 
world unification gave an early 
spur to that grandiose sense of na- 
tional destiny which has been so 
characteristic a mark of the Ameri- 
can mind. 

In a second sequence, "The Sons 
of Leatherstocking," Mr. Smith has 
studied the evolving stereotype of 
the western hero in history and lit- 
erature from Daniel Boone to 
Cooper's Leatherstocking, to Kit 
Carson, Deadwood Dick, and Buf- 
falo Bill. He shows how these hero 
images exemplify the two-way pull 
in the American imagination be- 
tween the conception of civiliza- 
tion, with its regard for Status and 
its concern with gentility, and the 
mystique of primitivism, with its 
democratic impulse and its venera- 
tion for the natural man. 

As in the case of Boone, th*> 
western hero could be used by dif- 
ferent mythmakers for opposite 
purposes: To some, Boone was the 
harbinger of civilization and refine- 
ment, to others, a white Indian, the 
cultural primitivist par excellence. 
The literature of the West, early 
and late, in the dime novel and in 
serious writing, showed a persistent 



tension between the democratic 
and natural man on one side and 
the inherited eastern and European 
status aspirations of genteel fiction 
on the other. 

The third and longest sequence 
of Virgin Land traces the basic 
myth of the American hinterland 
— the myth of "the Garden of the 
World." As early as the eighteenth 
Century two competing images of 
the American future had been 
widely prevalent in England and 
colonial America. The notion of an 
empire based on command of the 
sea vied with the conception of a 
populous future society based on 
the agrarian interior of the eon- 
tinent. In statecraft these two 
primary myths called for quite dif- 
ferent strategies, but the concept, 
favored by Franklin, Jefferson, and 
Crevecoeur, of a Continental em- 
pire based on agriculture won out. 

Throughout the nineteenth Cen- 
tury the promise of American life 
was interpreted in terms of the 
idealized yeoman farmer, working 
a family farm under frontier or 
otherwise simple rural conditions. 
The empire in the American heart- 
land was to be an empire of small 
freeholds. Against the massive 
power of the freehold concept the 
leisure-class notions dominant 
among the slaveholding aristocracy 
shattered, as Mr. Smith sees it, and 
one of the major achievements of 
the young Republican party was 
its capture of the freehold symbol 
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through its support of the Home- 
stead bill. The appeal of the 
homestead System to the West "lay 
in the belief that it would enact by 
Statute the fee-simple empire, the 
agrarian utopia of hardy and virtu- 
ous yeomen which had haunted the 
imagination of writers about the 
West since the time of Creve- 
coeur." 

Later the myth of the garden 
nourished isolationism. "Since evil 
could not coneeivably originate 
within the walls of the garden, it 
must by logical necessity come 
from without, and the normal 
strategy of defense was to build the 
walls higher and stop the cracks in 
them." 

At times the myth of the garden 
could be self-def eating — f or exam- 
ple, when it was invoked to op- 
pose John Wesley Powell's land 
reforms. The safety-valve theory, 
a persistent myth long before Tur- 
ner, was also a part of the larger 
myth of the garden, which encour- 
aged a tendency to set aside the 
Problems of industrialism and pov- 
erty by suggesting that beneficent 
nature would take care of them. 

Mr. Smith concludes with a 
penetrating analysis of the way in 
which Turner's inconsistencies re- 
vealed themselves in his rhetoric. 
The essentially mythic character of 
Turner's work becomes much clear- 
er against the background of Virgin 
Land. From the mythic tradition of 
the West Turner inherited the fun- 



damental imagery of "savagery" 
and "civilization," which he used 
in his very definition of the fron- 
tier. 

The idea of nature had the ef- 
fect of artificially severing the West 
from the urban East and from 
Europe. But the conception of 
civilization had the disadvantage 
of putting the West in a Posi- 
tion of cultural and ethical inferi- 
ority; it implied that the West was 
valueless except in so far as it could 
reproduce the achievements of the 
East and ultima tely of Europe. 
"The capital difficulty," then, "of 
the American agrarian tradition is 
that it accepted the paired but 
contradictory ideas of nature and 
civilization as a general principle of 
historical and social interpreta- 
tion." 

Turner, like Jefferson and other 
agrarian theorists whose notions of 
democracy were tied up with the 
fee-simple empire, was unable to 
evolve a theory of democracy to fit 
industrial, urban, post-frontier con- 
ditions. If democracy was really 
dependent upon a kind of primitiv- 
ism, it was bound to pass along 
with the simple agrarian order that 
fostered the primitivist ideal. 

No brief transcription of its ideas 
can do justice to the structural 
complexity, the profound scholar- 
ship, or the ränge of this volume; 
it may be enough to say that in the 
long run it will probably transform 
in considerable degree the course of 
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American studies bearing on the 
place of the West. It is one of those 
seminal books that grow more ca- 
pacious the more the reader brings 
to them. There is hardly a phase of 



American thought about America 
that it does not, directly or tangen- 
tially, illuminate. 

Richard Hofstadter 
Columbia University 



SOME EARLY TOOLS OF AMERICAN SCIENCE, by I. Ber- 
nard Cohen, xxi, 201 pp. Harvard University Press, 1950, $4.75. 



IN February 1949 an exhibition of 
old scientific instruments and 
specimens was held at Harvard 
University. Much of the material 
exhibited dated from the late eight- 
eenth Century, the balance from 
the early nineteenth. I. Bernard 
Cohen's interesting book was orig- 
inally prepared as a commemora- 
tive volume for this exhibition. The 
author has, however, gone far be- 
yond mere cataloguing of the exhi- 
bition; in order to sketch adequate- 
ly the background of the instru- 
ments exhibited he has collected 
useful notes on the history of sci- 
ence and science teaching at Har- 
vard and thus made a real, if slight, 
contribution to American cultural 
history. 

There are several points of inter- 
est which emerge in these notes. Of 
primary importance are the num- 
ber and variety of courses in the 
sciences which were available to 
students in the early days at Har- 
vard. We tend, especially since 
Barrett WendelPs comments in his 



History of American Literature, to 
regard the Harvard curriculum as 
overwhelmingly classical and theo- 
logical in its content, and the 
classes in these subjects as rote 
recitations from textbooks. 

Yet Cohen shows that there was 
far more than this, including wide 
use of the equipment described in 
his book for demonstrations to the 
students. So important were these 
demonstrations, these "Experimen- 
tal Lectures," considered to be, 
that when the onset of the Revolu- 
tion prevented the completion of 
one such set of lectures, the begin- 
ning of the summer vacation was 
delayed to permit completion. 

Further, instruments were bor- 
rowed on at least two occasions 
from the Harvard collection to en- 
able faculty members to lead scien- 
tific expeditions — one in 1780, in 
British-held territory, with British 
consent! There may have been no 
great scientists at eighteenth-cen- 
tury Harvard, but there were 
teachers and students — yes, and 
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